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'EXPlANATORY NOTE 
During recent years, enrollments in moat South Dakota elementaq 
schools have declined at a very rapid rate. The prevailing 
type of rural school district organization in most counties 
ha.a proved rather ineffective in coping with dwindling enroll-
ments and with the consequent high costs per pupil. 
It is the purpose of this panphle.t to ~ssist edu~ators, school 
board members and other Roberts county l6adcrs by analyzing the 
nature of the problem and by presenting suggustions for it~ 
solution as they have grown out of the experiences of other 
South Dakota communities. 
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The Problem or Declining Enrollment in the Elementary Schools of 
Roberts County. 
For a number of years population experts have called attention 
to the widespread lowering or the birth rate and have predicted that 
a marked reduction in elementary enrollments will naturally follow . 
A glance at Figure 1 (below) will suffice to show that the en-
rollment trend in recent years has been distinctly downward . The 
peak enrollment or J ,972 was attained in 1917, with a steady drop 
setting in after 1922. The 1940 enrollment of 2,815 represents a 
decrease of 29 percent from the 1917 figur~ . It will be noted that 
the decline has been much more abrupt for rural than for independent 
enrollments . Rural enrollmonta likewise reached their peak in 1917, 
when J ,054 pupils were listed. By 1940 the total had shrunk to 1,777 
pupils--a drop of almost 42 percent . Enrollments in independent 
schools reached their peak somewhat later (in 1921) and have shown 
relatively little decrease . 
To explain the enrollment decline which is occurring one must 
look to the recent birth rate trend in Roberts county. Between 1917 
and 1937 the number of births dropped from approximately 22 to less 
than 17 per thousand of the population. As a result, recent years 
have seen a steady decrease in the number of children who arrive at 
school age . 
Figure 1 . Elementary School Enrollment in Roberts County, 1~0-1940. 
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1930 - 1940. 
c:::r.JLost O.l - 9.9'1, ~Lost 20.0 - 29.9% 
Legend: CJ Gained in Population ·&SSlLost 10.0 - 19.9% -Lost JO% and· over 
Source: F~nal releases or 1940 ·U.S. Census. 
A further explanation for the downward trend in elementary enrollments in. 
rural districts or Roberts county is round in Figure 2, which sho,,s the percen-
tage population changes in the farm population by townships, 1930 to 1940. It 
will ·be noted that 22 or the JO townships reported losses in population during 
the decade and that the decrease- in one tomiship, Springdale, ~as as high as 
40.0 percent. or the eight townships which gained in population, Sisseton led 
with an increase of 27.9.percent. 
The drop in the farm population can be largely attributed to migration from 
the county and to tmms and villages within the county. Eight or the ten inco?'-
porn ted tol'ms cir Roberts county reported population gains during the period, 
with Sisseton, the cnunty-seat town, showing nn increase or 60.2 percent, from 
1,569 to 2,513. This differential rate or growth offers an explanation for the 
maintenance of the independent enrollments ate rather constant level ~hile rur-
al enrollments have fallen distinctly. While the decline in birth rate has un-
doubtedly been the underlying factor in the enrollment shrinkage, it must be 
recognized that redistribution or the population through migrnti~n has also af-
fected the enrollment trends. 
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Figure 3. Elementary Enrollments in School Districts et Roberts County, 
1920, 1930, and 1940. . 
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Source: Records of County 
Superintendent of Schools 
* In 1920 Harmon District #2 included .what is now Harmon #3; therefore the 
90 pupils are credited to the former district, with no enrollment in that 
year for the latter. 
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Eighty-five common school districts were functioning in Roberts 
county in 1940, rnnintuining n total of 119 rurcl schools. Of these 
districts, seven had no school in operction during thnt yeur. The pre-
vailing form of district organization is the smt.~11, one-school type, 
al though a number of districts o.re organized q,long township linus 'iii th 
two to six schools in each. Independent school districts o.re centered 
in eo.ch of the ten towns and vill£>.ges of the county. In addition there 
is one parochin.l school, St.Peters, ,;rhich enrollud 141 pupils in 1940; 
and five Indian elementary schools enrolling npproximutely a hundred 
students. 
Figure 3 shor:s the elementary enrollments for 1920, 1930 and 1940 
in each of the common districts of Roberts county. Although rural 
school enrollments ~re still l~rger than in almost all other counties 
of the stnte, n rnther marked downward trend can be discerned. Whereas 
schools in 43 districts enrolled (or cvcraged if mor0 thD.n one school) 
20 or more pupils in 1920, only 16 districts could show similar enroll--
ments for their schools in 1940. Eleven schocls hnd been closed be-
cause of enrollment deficiency by 1940. Three others enrolled five or 
fewer pupils, while 26 hnd enrollments of 6 to 10 pupils. Forty-four 
schools enrolled 11 to 15 pupils ~nd in 46 schools enrollments exceed-
ed 15 pupils. It is Rppnrent th~t at present enrollments in most of 
the rural schools of the county are large enough to present no immedi-
ate problom. Yet if the enrollment decline continues, as appenrs 
likely, the situation creutnd by sml'.11 enrollments und consequent high 
costs per pupil may become increasingly serious nnd demand u reorgan-
ization of the rural school structure. 
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Legend: 
. Closed School ® 6-10 pupils 
01 - 5 pupils ®11-15 pupils 
Q 16 or m~re pupils 
Source: Records or County Superintendent of Schools 
* Based on teachers' salaries only. 
- 6 -
as may be observed in Figure 4, considerable variation is. 
found among schools of Roberts county in the instructional costs 
per pupil. In genere.l, however, those schools having the small-
est enrollments show the greatest per pupil cost. In 1940, in-
structional costs ranged from .:.a 7 .oo in Enterprise District #4 
where 39 pupils were enrolled in the district school, to ~:.120.00 
in Victor District #2, where the school enrolled only four 
pupils. 
Table I (below) shov,s that the operation of schools for ten 
or fewer pupils is excessively expensive on a cost per pupil ba-
sis, particularly when the enrollment falls to five pupils or 
fewer. As compc.red viith a per pupil cost of ::;,27 .69 in schools 
enrolling 16 or more pupils, the costs in schools enrolling one 
to five pupils and six to ten pupils were ~:;108.57 and ~)69,10; 
respectively. The average for all schools was (:38. 51 per pupil. 
Table I. Cost of Operating Schools of Various Sizes in Roberts 
County, l 94r? 
Size of Number of Number of Total Cost Average Cost 
School Schools Pupils Per Pupil 
Total 119 1,755 ~67,593.50 38. 51 
5 or fewer .3 14 1.,520.00 108.57 
6 -10 pupils 26 210 14.510. 50 69.10 
11-15 pupils 44 564 24,788.00 43.95 
16 or more p~pils 46 967 26 17~5.00 27.69 
Source: Rocords of Roberts County Superi""tendent of Schools 
* Based on teachers' salaries only 
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Figure 5. 
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~s an effective means of reducing high per pupil costs in are~s 
0f shrinking enroll~ents, school districts throughout the state 
have resorted increasingly in recent years to closing some or a.11 
of their schools and sending the remaining pupils to other schools 
within or outside the district. 
In Roberts county, Bossko district and Ortley district #3 il-
lustrate thefinartcial advantages of this line of action. During 
1938-39, the four schools in Bossko district enrolled 44 pupils at 
a total cost of ~)3835.63. With an enrollment drop to 35 pupils by 
the following year, one school was closed and costs were reduced 
to ~)2845.00. Ortley district #3 operated its lone school for 11 
pupils in 1938-1939 at a total cost of :::1079.33. During the next 
year the school was closed and the 10 remaining pupils sent to 
other districts as tuition students. The costs in 1939-1940 
(chiefly for tuition and transportation) amounted to ;_:464.00. The 
closing of a single school in·each of the tuo townships had thus 
effected a net saving of .. :·990.63 in Bossko district ~nd ('.:615.33 in 
Ortley district #3 in a single year. 
Judging from thE) experiencos of school districts in 
and other counties of South Dakota, it see~s advisable 
schools ,;:hose enrollments fall belm1 the lev81 required 
omical operntion. 
Roberts 
to close 
for econ-
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Figure 6. Cowitry Areas From Which High Schools Drew Their 
Roberts County Students, 1940 
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Source: Records of High School Superintendents . 
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The country e.ree.s from which high schools dra~.1 their Roberts · 
county students are shotm in Figure 6. Since 1921 it has been 
compulsory for school districts without high schools of their own 
to pay the tuition costs for their students who attend high school 
in nearby towns or villages. Common districts of Roberts county 
avail themselves of this alternative because the costs of operating 
secondary schoels for their few students would be prohibitive. In 
1940, approximately 350 tuition students from rural &reas were sent 
to nine towns and villages 1r:i thin Roberts c aunty and three outside 
the county. This plan has worked out to the satisfaction of both 
town and country, and offers a. possible ul time.te solution to the 
problem of declining elementary enrollments. 
Tihen costs of oper~ting elementary schools become prohibitive 
(as they apparently he.vein certain districts of Roberts county), 
why could the common district not close its school or schools and 
send its rer.1aining pupils to tovm, paying tuition and transporta-
tion costs? When distances permit, this plan has the double 
advantage of providing savings to the common districts and in mak-
ing available superior facilities to children from rural areas, The 
enrollment decline in Roberts county has probably not reached suf-
ficient proportions to justify such action on n large scale, but 
it ma.y find greater application with the passing of the years, In 
the meantime, school districts may profitably continue the practice 
of closing those schools in which the enrollment falls below a spec-
ified minimum and sending the remaining pupils to other schools 
in the district, if any, or to adjoining districts, 
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Figure 7. High;vay System in Roberts County, 1941 
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A glance at Figure 7 will suffice to shov1 the:. t a network of improved 
roads extends throughout Roberts county. This factor, along with the 
automobile, has plnced the towns and villages of the county within easy 
reach of all farm families, and has thus tended to ~ovolutionize many 
aspects of rural life. Many services formerly performed on a localized 
scale by open countrJ institutions have now been concentrated wholly or 
in part ~ithin village nnd to~n centers. The farmer now goes to town to 
purchase his groceries, mnchiner7, clothing, and other needs; to sell his 
produce; to attend church; and to pnrticipate in social activities. His 
sons and daughters attend the town or village high school. It may be only 
a matter of time before his younger children are sent to the town elemen-
tary school. Such a step would appear natural in view of the trend toward 
concentro.tion of services in the torm und villuec centers. 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
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How Certain South Dakota Rural Communities Are Successfully 
Solving;the Declining Enrollment Problem 
School boards confronted with the problem of declining enrollments 
should study their local situation carefully before taking action . 
The four plans listed below have all been tested by eifferent South 
Dakota communities and have been found practical . One or the other 
of the first two alternatives has frequently been used as a tempor-
ary measure until further action was necessary. The last two plans 
are in the nature of a more or less permanent reorganization of the 
present rural district system. ' 
I C(?operating with nearby rural sehools j 
When enrollment has dropped to five or fewer pupils cer-
tain districts have kept their district organization 
intact but have closed one or more schools. In cases 
where all schools of the district have been closed, the 
remaining pupils have been sent to the nearest adjoin-
ing rural school where satisfactory arrangements fer -tui-
tion and transportation could be made . 
I Tuition pupils to town schools I 
Where satisfactory arrangements could not be made with 
nearby rural schools, the remaining pupils have been sent 
as tuition students to the nearest independent school in 
village or town . This plan is frequently no more expen-
sive than the first ,but has the further advantage of bet-
ter educational experience than is usually possible in 
the one room school." In effect, it is essentially the 
same method which has been success.f\tl.ly used in sending ·· 
farm children as tuition pupils to high school . 
f Consolidation f 
Where the second plan has been in operation for a number 
of yeara, town and nearby country districts have fre-
quently consolidated into a single district . Such a plan 
has many advantages,but should first be tried out inform-
ally as a centralized school system before determining 
the details of consolidation 
I Counv- wide district plan I 
In at least one west:river county a county-wide district 
plan is now in operation. Under such a plan one county 
school board determines the locatiQn of rural schools and 
can regulate the number of such schools to fit in with 
the enrollment trend. 
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